Abstract: When does a group of citizens influence public policy? Mainstream American politics research emphasizes the importance of the group's turnout and presence in the electorate, but there have been few empirical tests of those hypotheses. Meanwhile, other scholars argue that group cohesiveness, organization, and non-voting political activity are potentially more important than voting for shaping policy. These two strands of the literature have largely developed in parallel, however, in part because they tend to employ different empirical methods. In this paper, I attempt to bridge the divide between them and test these ideas within the same empirical framework, using senior citizens and senior-friendly transportation policy as a test case. My results show that senior voting does not unconditionally predict policies friendlier to seniors. Instead, I find that city policies are friendlier to seniors when seniors are a more cohesive, meaningful group, and when they engage in activities other than voting.
are some studies that link overall turnout rates to election outcomes, roll-call votes, or federal spending (e.g., Martin 2003 , Martin and Claibourn 2003 , Hajnal and Trounstine 2005 , studies that document a link between the turnout rates of particular groups and policy outcomes in their favor are surprisingly rare (for exceptions, see Hill and Leighley 1992, Anzia 2014) .
One can also question the proposed turnout-policy connection on theoretical grounds.
For starters, its existence should depend on a group having relatively homogenous policy preferences that are distinct from those of non-group members (see, e.g., Citrin et al. 2003) , which might be true for some groups and issues but not others. In addition, for the connection to exist, group members presumably have to vote on the basis of those issues, and policymakers have to know that they are doing so. This, too, may or may not hold: groups vary in their cohesiveness and attentiveness to issues relevant to the group (e.g., Campbell et al. 1960 , Arnold 1990 , Campbell 2003 , Martin 2003 , Harden 2016 , and the act of voting (by itself) does not clearly communicate those policy preferences to elected officials (e.g., Griffin and Newman 2005, Schlozman et al. 2012) . Moreover, some groups are well organized and engage in politics in a variety of ways-not just by voting-while other groups with shared interests remain unorganized and relatively inactive (Schattschneider 1960 , Olson 1965 . And in recent years, a growing number of scholars have argued that non-voting activity and the efforts of organized groups are probably even more important than voting for explaining variation in public policy (e.g., Bartels 2008 , Bawn et al. 2012 , Hacker and Pierson 2014 , Gilens and Page 2014 ).
What we have, then, is an open question about American politics: Under what conditions
does a group of citizens influence public policy? Conventional wisdom emphasizes the group's turnout and presence in the electorate, but there are few empirical tests of that conventional wisdom, and many scholars now question whether turnout is the most important factor.
To make headway in answering the question, it is first worth asking why there have been so few empirical studies documenting the hypothesized turnout-policy connection. One likely reason is that American politics scholars tend to study national politics-a context in which it may be difficult to detect a relationship between turnout and policy. As Citrin et al. (2003) explain, the preferences of voters in national elections are not all that different from the preferences of nonvoters. There is also little variation in policy to analyze when the focus is a single policy-making body like the U.S. Congress.
1 It should therefore be easier to detect the hypothesized relationship in state and local governments, because each state and local government has its own policies. Moreover, turnout tends to be lower in local than in national elections, and thus the potential for turnout bias greater (Hajnal and Trounstine 2005) . The problem, however, is that even basic data on state and especially local elections are difficult to acquire (Trounstine 2009 ). And testing the effect of increased turnout by a particular group calls for more than just basic data: it calls for turnout figures disaggregated by group. In principle,
researchers could obtain such data by working with individual voter files, but that can be costly and tedious-and many states' voter files do not even track participation in local elections.
Thus, while it might seem that testing the turnout-policy connection should be straightforwardbecause individual turnout is quantifiable, and one can imagine scenarios in which it is exogenous to policy outcomes-it is actually quite difficult.
Scholars emphasizing the importance of group cohesiveness, organization, and nonvoting political activity face even more daunting empirical challenges. First, collecting data on 1 Roll-call votes provide variation in legislators' positions, but only on the issues being debated.
Actual policies are shaped both by action and inaction (Hacker and Pierson 2014, Moe 2015) .
non-voting activities like letter-writing, testimony, endorsements, and lobbying is far more difficult than assembling data on voting. Second, group activity, organization, and cohesiveness are almost always endogenous to policy. Scholars of organized groups and public policy have long studied policy feedback as important and theoretically interesting (e.g., Campbell 2003 , Patashnik 2008 , Hacker and Pierson 2014 , but one implication is that many of the hypotheses flowing from this theoretical work can't easily be tested using the causal inference methods that are de rigueur in American politics research today. Instead, scholars in this tradition have relied more on qualitative data and non-causal quantitative analyses. As a result, this part of the literature has developed largely in parallel to the one emphasizing turnout.
Ultimately, though, both of these strands of the literature are interested in the same question, even if they face different empirical challenges and tend to utilize different methods.
And there is much to be gained from bridging the theoretical and empirical divide between them-and from adopting a more unified, comprehensive approach.
This paper is an attempt to do that, and to thereby enhance our understanding of what it takes for a group of citizens to influence policy. As a test case, I focus on the role of senior citizens in local elections. Unlike many other groups of citizens that could be studied, senior citizens are present in every locality; moreover, their turnout rates and electoral presence differ from place to place. Just as importantly for the question at hand, senior citizens in different communities vary in their cohesiveness, their attentiveness to policy issues, and their non-voting political activity. Thus, by studying senior citizens, I am able to leverage cross-city variation in many of factors that have been proposed as important in shaping a group's influence over policy.
Understanding the impact of seniors' political participation on public policy is also important in its own right. Age is one of the strongest predictors of the decision to vote (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980) , and it is well understood that seniors have influence on national policy-and not just because they vote at high rates (Campbell 2003 ). Yet we know little about how seniors' political activity affects state and local government, 2 in spite of the fact that state and local governments account for more than half of all public spending in the United
States and are devoting increasing shares of their budgets to programs that largely benefit older Americans (Kiewiet and McCubbins 2014, DiSalvo 2015) . Even beyond the methodological advantages of studying seniors in local politics, then, there are potential benefits of increased scholarly attention to age bias in participation and its consequences for public policy.
In what follows, I start with a test of the conventional wisdom that when groups make up a larger share of the electorate, they are more likely to secure favorable policies. I focus on the elections of over 400 cities in California, asking whether cities that have larger shares of senior voters have transportation policies that are friendlier to seniors. My initial findings, it turns out, are not supportive of the conventional wisdom: I find no clear relationship between the seniorfriendliness of city transportation policy and the percentage of city voters who are 65 and over.
In the second part of the analysis, then, I turn to other arguments about the conditions under which a group of citizens will influence policy-emphasizing the group's social cohesiveness and policy attentiveness as well as its political activity other than voting. Instead of shifting to a different empirical approach to study these phenomena, I test them in the same quantitative framework. The results suggest that policies are friendlier to seniors when seniors are a more 2 There is an education finance literature arguing that the size of the senior population negatively affects public school spending, but the evidence is mixed (see Fletcher and Kenny 2008) , and its empirical work does not actually measure the political activity of seniors.
socially cohesive, attentive group, and when they engage in political activities other than voting.
Moreover, when seniors are a cohesive group, their share of the electorate does seem to matter to policy outcomes-and therefore there is a turnout-policy connection under certain conditions.
In the end, my analysis highlights both the difficulty and promise of bridging the gap between these two scholarly approaches. It is certainly easier to collect data and carry out causally-oriented quantitative analysis when the theoretical focus is on voting and turnout rather than on groups and non-voting political activity. But if a primary aim of political science is to understand influence, it is not enough to only study voting. We must also learn about the conditions under which voting is influential, the other avenues groups pursue to exert influence, and how all of these come together to shape representation and public policy.
Testing the Turnout-Policy Connection
As I discussed above, testing the hypothesized turnout-policy connection calls for turnout data disaggregated by the categories of voters being studied. Mainly for data availability reasons, then, I focus my analysis on California cities. In California, Political Data, Inc., (PDI) collects, cleans, and regularly updates the voter files of all the state's local jurisdictions that administer elections. I was therefore able to purchase from PDI data on the number of registered voters, by age, who voted in recent municipal elections.
California is a great testing ground for other reasons: it has more than 480 municipal governments, each with its own policies, and also the timing of city elections varies across the state, with some cities holding elections at the same time as national general elections, others holding city races concurrently with state primaries, and still others holding elections on entirely different days (off-cycle). Because the timing of elections has a large impact on overall turnout rates (Hajnal et al. 2002) , the within-state variation in local election timing makes it likely that age bias in participation varies as well (see Hajnal and Trounstine 2005 
City Transportation Services for Senior Citizens
To test whether seniors' electoral presence helps to explain variation in city policy, it would be useful to have city-level measures of seniors' policy preferences. With those data in hand, and with data on what cities actually do in those policy areas, I could test whether city policies are more aligned with seniors' preferences when seniors make up a greater percentage of city voters. Unfortunately, there are no public opinion data detailing the preferences of senior citizens on local policy issues in each of these 433 cities. An alternative approach is to ask whether there are local policies for which it is safe to assume that seniors have certain preferences-and, moreover, preferences that diverge from those of non-seniors.
A good candidate for that approach, I argue, is local transportation policy-specifically, local transportation services for senior citizens. Many local governments provide demandresponse (DR) service, which is defined by the Federal Transit Administration as "a transit mode comprised of passenger cars, vans or small buses operating in response to calls from passengers or their agents to the transit operator, who then dispatches a vehicle to pick up the passengers and transport them to their destinations." 5 DR service is therefore different from standard public transportation in that it usually does not follow a fixed route or operate on a set schedule; instead, it picks up and drops off users in the locations users request. Local governments that provide DR service typically provide it for senior citizens, disabled citizens, or both. My assumption, then, is that seniors would rather have access to DR service than not, and that they would rather have a service exclusively for them (and the disabled) than a service open to the public. Non-seniors, by contrast, do not directly benefit from DR service (unless it is available to the general public), and so we should expect them to be less strongly in favor of DR service for seniors.
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With this logic as motivation, I collected data on the DR services available to senior citizens in each California municipality as of spring 2014. Most of the information was available on the websites of California's local governments, but when needed, I followed up with phone calls to the relevant agencies. Over the course of two months, I mapped out which DR services were available to seniors living in each municipal government. The result was a dataset of all the public DR services available to senior citizens in California.
In roughly a third of the 433 cities, senior citizens have no access to public DR service, but in the cities where they do, the most common provider is the city government itself (172 cities). In addition, there are 88 cities where seniors have DR service provided by regional transit authorities or districts, as well as 83 where it is provided by the county. (Also, some cities have more than one DR service.) If only cities could provide DR service, then testing for the turnout-policy link in city government would be straightforward. But how to deal with cities that receive service from a transit authority or county? On the one hand, there is reason to expect transit authority boards to pay attention to voters in city elections, because these boards are typically made up of city and county legislators from the areas served. In contrast, there is little reason to expect a link between city elections and policies made by counties. I therefore categorize cities according to whether they receive DR service from either city agencies or transit 6 Most city policy areas do not have these features. Many city services-such as street sweeping and refuse collection-are distributed relatively equally among city residents (Oliver 2012 I deal with this concern in two ways. First, I cluster the standard errors by county to address correlation of the errors of cities in the same county. Second, I estimate models both with and without county fixed effects. Including 53 dummy variables in a model with 433 observations places heavy demands on the estimation, but including county fixed effects allows me to account for city features that are constant for cities within the same county.
Empirical Results
In Table 2 , I begin with the basic models: regressions of DR service on Percent senior and the city-level control variables, first without county fixed effects (column 1), then with county fixed effects (column 2). Both models show that larger cities are more likely to have DR service, as expected. But does it look as though local transportation policy is friendlier to seniors when seniors make up a larger share of the electorate? Actually, the answer is no. In both models, the coefficient on Percent Senior is statistically indistinguishable from zero-suggesting no clear association between senior turnout and senior transit provision.
Given that this null finding is not what the turnout literature leads us to expect, what can
explain it? Could it be, perhaps, that the operationalization of the dependent variable is problematic? To evaluate this possibility, in column 3, the dependent variable equals 1 if a city's seniors have access to any DR service from a city or transit authority, regardless of who else can use it; it equals 0 if the city has no DR service. 9 In column 4, the dependent variable equals 1 if seniors have access to DR service from the city government (not transit authorities). Even in these logit models, however, I find no significant effect of senior turnout on policy.
Another possibility is that it may be difficult to detect a positive relationship (if one exists) using cross-sectional data. Percent senior captures the importance of seniors in recent city elections, even though several cities' DR services were started years ago. Is it possible, then, that in the years leading up to DR service adoption, cities had much higher senior turnoutand that that higher senior turnout motivated city officials to enact senior-friendly policy?
To test this, one would like to have panel data on city DR service provision as well as historical city election turnout data broken down by age. Unfortunately, there is no way to acquire reliable panel data on city DR service provision in California, 10 and even if I could, obtaining historical city election turnout data broken down by age for 433 cities is prohibitively 9 The county DR variable in this model is a binary indicator.
10 I attempted to collect information on when each DR service began, but I could only determine a date-sometimes approximate-for 57% of them. Some services date back to the 1970s and 1980s, but the majority began during the 1990s and 2000s. See online appendix. there are 46 cities in the dataset that have changed their election schedules since 1996, and for seven of them, I was able to obtain PDI turnout data by age for the city's final elections before they switched to the new schedule. As I show in the online appendix, these cities did experience a large change in Percent senior from before to after the election timing change.
As a next step, then, I return to the original model from column 1 but make an adjustment for the 46 cities that switched their election schedules: I exclude the 39 cities for which I don't have Percent senior from an election before the switch, and for the seven cities for which I do, I
use the value of Percent senior from the last election before the change. The results are presented in column 5 of Table 2 . Even with this adjustment, I find no clear association between senior presence in the electorate and the senior-friendliness of city transportation.
A final possibility is that perhaps there is something about DR service as a dependent variable that makes it difficult to uncover a positive relationship-and that it might be better to look at a broader policy outcome such as cities' expenditures on public transportation. However, it is not clear whether seniors would be more in favor of public transportation spending than nonseniors, and so DR service offers a cleaner test of the hypothesized turnout-policy connection.
Even so, in column 6 of Table 2 , I use OLS to model each city's logged per capita public transportation operating expenditures from 2014, using data from the California State
Controller's Office. I include county fixed effects, because if counties with relatively large senior populations also happen to have large budgets for transportation-a portion of which is distributed to cities within the county-then any positive relationship between Percent senior and transportation spending might simply reflect those cross-county differences rather than city officials' different responses to their electorates. However, even when I look at public transportation spending, I do not find an effect of the share of senior citizens in the electorate. As a start, I propose that we distinguish between the substance of citizens' preferences and the focus of the citizens who hold those preferences. Even if citizens are able to state a preference on a policy issue when asked, that issue may or may not actually be important to them (Krosnick 1990 ). As Arnold (1990) explains in his discussion of "attentive publics," some groups of citizens feel passionately about a particular issue and weigh that issue heavily in their vote decisions, whereas others-even if they can state an opinion-are less attentive to the issue and vote on the basis of other factors (see also Martin 2003) . One possibility, then, is that having 11 One response, discussed above, is that group members must have policy preferences distinct from those of non-group members (Citrin et al. 2003) . But I chose to examine senior transportation because it is safe to assume that seniors' preferences on the issue look different than those of non-seniors. Therefore, it is difficult to see how this could explain the null finding.
distinct preferences on an issue is not enough for a group's turnout to affect policymakers'
decisions. In addition, the group has to be focused on the issue and willing to vote on that basis.
If that's the case, then the logical next question is: what makes certain groups of citizens
focused on particular issues and others less focused? In the mainstream American politics literature today, this is not a central research question, but several decades ago, it was a core concern of scholars studying political behavior. And some of the classics of American politics, such as Berelson et al. (1954) and Campbell et al. (1960) , argue that individuals' political views and behaviors are heavily shaped by their social interactions and group memberships. More recently, scholars have built on these insights using newer data and more sophisticated methodology, providing evidence that social networks do influence political behavior (Nickerson 2008 , Gerber et al. 2008 , Sinclair 2012 . And while it is true that American society has seen decline in group memberships that involve social interaction (Putnam 2000 , Skocpol 2003 , there are still many forums-such as workplaces-in which social interaction helps to shape people's preferences and political orientation (Mutz and Mondak 2006, Hertel-Fernandez 2017) .
So far, though, this newer work has focused on evaluating the effects of social networks on political actions such as turning out to vote and contributing money to campaigns; it has not explored how social networks shape individuals' preferences on particular policy issues, the intensity with which they hold such preferences, or their willingness to take political action on the basis of those preferences. But social networks probably affect these things as well. If social ties to a group make an individual more likely to vote or contribute money, they probably also influence, reinforce, and intensify the individual's views on policy issues-especially the policy issues most relevant to the group. And thus it may well be that groups of citizens who regularly interact, who are part of what Campbell et al. (1960) call "self-conscious groups," 12 and who are part of tightly-knit social and political networks, have more focused preferences on issues relevant to the group, and are more likely to vote and participate in politics on the basis of those preferences. Furthermore, it may be that this factor counts for more in influencing policy than the sheer number of voters of a particular "type" in a community.
However, it is very difficult to measure the social interactions of groups on a large scale (see Sinclair 2012, 17-18 )-a prime example of the data availability and measurement issues that come with studying groups. In the specific case of senior citizens in California cities, there aren't any existing data on the interactions and group-focus of seniors in each of the 433 cities in my dataset. The question, then, is how we might identify communities where seniors interact a great deal and are politically focused on senior issues-and distinguish them from communities where seniors interact less, have less focus, and vote on the basis of other matters.
I propose that one reasonable way of doing this is to differentiate between cities with and without senior centers. Senior centers provide services to communities' seniors, but they are also places where seniors interact socially as a group. On average, then, I expect that seniors in cities with senior centers should be more attentive to local senior issues than those in cities without senior centers. If that is true, and if the group-oriented focus of a community of citizens matters 12 Campbell et al. (1960, 293) distinguish between "self-conscious groups, such as racial or ethnic communities, and those groups that emerge from certain formal categories, such as the age Turning back to seniors in California cities, this implies that there could be many ways that seniors might influence policy at the local level. Seniors might attend city council meetings or contact their elected officials. They might be active through interest groups or political parties. The problem, however, is that these channels are either hard to measure on a large scale or are likely irrelevant: there are no records of city council meeting attendance that note the ages of those testifying, local elections in California are formally nonpartisan, and most cities across the United States feature little political activity by formal organizations of senior citizens. There is, however, one type of institution that is easier to measure and could be an important way that seniors voice their preferences to elected officials: senior commissions.
Nearly all U.S. municipal governments have citizen authorities, boards, or commissions, most of which have appointed members who advise the city council on designated issues. Senior commissions, in particular, are set up to consider and advise city officials on matters of interest to seniors. These commissions are therefore a potentially important way in which a community's seniors can exercise influence. To test whether that is the case, for each of the 433 cities in my dataset, I used information on cities' websites-following up with a phone call if necessary-to establish whether or not each city has a senior board or commission. I hypothesize that the 106 cities that have senior commissions will be more likely to provide senior DR service than cities without senior commissions.
Empirical Results
Returning to the city dataset, I once again start with the simplest model that includes all 433 cities and excludes county fixed effects, but this time I add Senior center as a measure of senior social cohesiveness and Senior commission as a measure of seniors' non-voting political activity. The estimates are presented in column 1 of Table 3 . Both of the new variables have positive, significant relationships with DR service. To illustrate the magnitude of the effects, in Table 4 , I use Clarify (Tomz et al. 2003) to calculate the predicted probability that a city will have DR service exclusively for seniors, setting the continuous variables at their means and
County DR at zero. The top panel shows that the predicted probability in a city with no senior center and no senior commission is 25%. Cities with senior centers (but no senior commissions) are predicted to have exclusive DR service 39% of the time-a 14 point increase. The same is true of cities with senior commissions but no senior centers. And in cities with both senior centers and senior commissions, the model predicts that 55% will have exclusive DR service.
In column 2 of Table 3 , I estimate the same model without the cities that recently changed their election schedules. Again, having a senior center and a senior commission are both positively associated with having DR service. In column 3, where I add county fixed effects, I find the same pattern. Even when I focus on variation within counties, then, I find that cities with these institutions are more likely to have senior-friendly transportation. These data and models overcome one significant hurdle in the study of groups and nonvoting political activity-the challenge of data and measurement-but they do not address the other: the potential for endogeneity. As the policy literature makes clear, policy feedback effects are common. It is possible, for example, that the availability of senior transportation increases seniors' attentiveness to the issue, or that it increases seniors' participation through commissions or other channels. It could also be that some unobserved city characteristic, such as historical senior activism, explains the presence of senior centers, senior commissions, and senior transportation. If so, we could not conclude that senior centers and senior commissions cause the policy variation.
14 Addressing the endogeneity concern requires an understanding of why certain cities got these institutions and others did not. For senior centers, this is relatively straightforward: many senior centers were established during the 1970s and 1980s following the passage of the national Older Americans Act (OAA) of 1965. The OAA created a series of federal grants to address the needs of older people, and one of those grants-started in 1972-was specifically for the purpose of building local senior centers. Thus, not only are most senior centers quite olddating back to the 1970s and 1980s, before the adoption of most DR services-but also the assignment of senior centers to cities was determined in part by formula, based on local characteristics such as the size of the local senior community at the time.
It is less clear why some cities created senior commissions. One possibility, raised above, is that the availability of senior transportation made it more likely that those cities would eventually establish a senior commission. While I cannot rule this out, I collected recent meeting minutes and agendas for a sample of 20 senior commissions, and I found that more than half of them discussed transportation issues-suggesting that it's at least plausible that the commissions played a role in getting the transportation services established. Another possibility is that cities with more politically active seniors might be more likely to get commissions, or perhaps more progressive cities are more inclined to invite citizens to participate in the policymaking process-and perhaps also provide a wider array of services. If accurate, these accounts would call into question whether having a senior commission affects city DR service.
In an attempt to address these concerns, I add two variables to the model in column 4 of Table 3 . The first is the share of the city's population that was 65 or older as of the 1980 Census of Population. 15 Because the allocation of OAA grant funding was dependent on the number of seniors in a community, this variable is strongly correlated with the presence of a senior center.
It is also a rough indicator of historical senior activism in the city-certainly not a perfect measure, but the best available. In addition, I include the log of the total number of citizen commissions, committees, and boards in each city as a predictor, using data I collected from cities' websites. Some cities have no commissions, others have a few, and still others have twenty or more. If some cities encourage greater citizen participation and also provide more services, then the number of city commissions should help to capture that.
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The estimates of this model are in Table 3 In all of these models, the coefficient on Percent senior remains statistically insignificant.
One additional possibility worth testing, however, is that the size of the senior voting bloc does matter under certain conditions-in particular, when seniors are a cohesive group focused on issues relevant to seniors. The hypothesis then, is that the percentage of seniors in the electorate will have a positive effect in cities with senior centers, but no effect in cities without them.
In column 6 of positive-the expected direction-and significant at the 5% level. This suggests that seniors' turnout does matter in some contexts: in the contexts where seniors interact regularly and are more likely to be focused on issues relevant to the group.
The second panel of Table 4 shows the predicted probabilities. The probability of exclusive DR service in cities without senior centers or senior commissions is 17%. Next, I
calculate two different probabilities for cities with senior centers (and no senior commissions):
those with low senior turnout-where seniors make up 15% of city electorates (the 5 th percentile)-and those with high senior turnout-where seniors make up 44% of the electorate (the 95 th percentile). For the low-turnout cities, the probability of exclusive DR service is 29%.
For high-turnout cities, it is 50%. The pattern is similar for cities with senior commissions. In particular, in cities with senior commissions, senior centers, and high senior turnout, the probability of having exclusive DR service is 69%. Thus, there is evidence of a turnout-policy connection for seniors in city politics, but that connection is conditional. For a group to be influential as a voting bloc, it has to be a cohesive group-and one that is politically focused on issues relevant to the group.
In a final test, I return to the alternative dependent variable from earlier. In column 7, I
regress each city's public transportation expenditures on the same variables as in column 4 plus county fixed effects. The results are consistent with those of the earlier models. The effect of Percent senior is insignificant, as before. But I find that cities with senior centers spend more than twice as much per capita on public transportation, and I also find that having a senior commission is associated with a 40% increase in public transportation expenditures (p=0.103).
Thus, even focusing on this broader dependent variable, the presence of senior centers and senior commissions appears to matter a great deal.
Discussion
This paper poses an important question about American politics: When does a group of citizens influence public policy? In recent decades, American politics research has focused heavily on voter turnout, and so have many scholars' answers to the question. Today, a common claim in the literature is that groups of citizens who make up a larger share of the electorate are more successful in securing favorable policies than groups with a smaller voting presence. But for an idea so widely referenced by scholars of American politics, it has been subject to surprisingly little testing. In the first part of this paper, then, I exploited variation in over 400
California city governments to test whether transportation policy is friendlier to senior citizens in cities where seniors make up a larger percentage of voters in city elections. Contrary to the expectations of the literature, I did not find evidence of that relationship.
To understand why, I proposed that we should turn to the literature on organized groups and the politics of public policy-which asks the same general question but approaches it with a different theoretical lens and usually different empirical methods. Scholars in this tradition have emphasized the importance of non-voting forms of political activity, group cohesiveness and attentiveness, and organization. In the second part of the paper, then, I draw on these ideas to make a two-part argument. First, a group of citizens that is focused on issues relevant to the group will have more success in getting policies they favor, compared to a group with less focus.
(And while many factors likely contribute to a group's focus, the amount of social interaction in the group is an important one.) Second, in part because voting is not a very precise way of communicating a group's preferences to elected officials, other forms of political activity may actually have greater effect.
I then attempted to test this argument within the same empirical set-up as the test of the turnout hypothesis. Using senior centers as a measure of seniors' social cohesiveness at the municipal level, my results suggest that group cohesiveness is positively associated with policies friendly to the group. Moreover, in the cities that have senior centers (and where seniors regularly interact), I find that seniors' share of the voting electorate is associated with seniorfriendly policies. I also used the existence of senior commissions, which are charged with advising city councils on matters of interest to seniors, as a rough measure of seniors' non-voting political activity in each city. My results show that the presence of senior commissions is also associated with city policies more favorable to the group.
These results highlight the potential payoffs of bridging the divide between these two strands of the literature. But there are also some downsides and challenges of testing these ideas using local governments. First, because I am focusing on a large set of local governments, it is not possible to acquire reliable over-time data on some of the variables for all cities, such as senior commissions. This makes it difficult explore policy feedback effects in a thorough manner. It is also more difficult to satisfactorily address concerns of omitted variable bias with cross-sectional data. My inclusion of key controls-cities' senior populations in 1980, and the number of citizen commissions-helps to address these concerns, but more work needs to be done to develop better measures of historical senior activism and other possible contributors.
Along with these downsides of my approach, however, come significant advantages: By testing hypotheses about turnout, group cohesiveness, and non-voting activity within the same framework, we can compare the explanatory effects of each-and the extent to which they interact. We learn, for example, that there is evidence of a turnout-policy connection, but only when the group in question is a cohesive, meaningful group. We also learn that voting is not the only factor worth considering, and that it is necessary to examine non-voting political activity if the goal is to explain policy variation.
One point worth underscoring is that these findings do not imply that turnout never matters for policy. As I discussed earlier, there is already some evidence that turnout does shape policy in particular contexts for particular groups. Hill and Leighley (1992) find that turnout bias in favor of high-income voters leads to less generous state welfare policies. Anzia (2014) shows that in off-cycle elections, in which overall turnout is low, organized groups with a big stake in the election outcome make up a disproportionately large share of those voting-and are more likely to get policies they favor. Instead, by testing the turnout-policy connection in a new context with a new group, we learn something important about the conditions under which that connection will exist. Consider Hill and Leighley (1992) : If high-income voters in state elections are focused on welfare policy, or on public policy more generally (see Harden 2016) , it makes sense that state policies would be correlated with their numbers in the electorate.
Similarly, organized groups such as teacher unions and municipal employee unions-central to Anzia's (2014) empirical work-are focused on the policy issues of interest to their members.
Thus, nothing in my findings contradicts those conclusions. In fact, testing the turnout-policy connection in a new context has enabled me to take a theoretical step forward-enhancing our understanding of the conditions under which a group's turnout will matter.
In the future, American politics scholars should pursue other tests of the turnout-policy connection and the conditions that create such a connection. They should also devote greater attention to what makes certain groups attentive publics and others not-and do more to understand the policy effects of political activities other than voting. After all, as Harold Lasswell (1958, 7) wrote, "the study of politics is the study of influence and the influential." If a primary aim of political science is to understand influence, it is not enough to only study voting.
We must also learn about the conditions under which voting is influential and also the other avenues groups pursue to exert influence. It is true that collecting data on voter turnout is easier than measuring testimony at government hearings, lobbying interactions, letter-writing to elected officials, and the social interactions of groups. But even if these phenomena are harder to measure and raise thorny issues of identification, they stand to play an important role in shaping public policy and representation-and their effects need to be understood.
